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In the past decade, the dual processes of globalization and localization have gen- 289
erated a greater production of, and sensitivity to, the diversity of Chinese diaspora
literature (Khoo, Shirley Lim). My paper examines the first novels of Hsu-ming Teo,
an academic historian in Sydney, and Lydia Kwa, a clinical psychologistin Vancouver
(Jacob, Leung). Teo’s Love and Vertigo is set in Australia, and Kwa’s This Place Called
Absence unfolds in Canada, but both authors write on women from the Singapore/
Malaysian homeland who function in a multicultural space.” Each novel begins with
the female protagonist/narrator returning to Singapore to attend the funeral of a
parent who committed suicide. In coping with the suicide, the protagonist/narrator
dissects family history, emerging unscathed by guilt but with greater confidence in
her direction in life. This paper first outlines the themes of patriarchy and love in the
1wo novels, then examines the diasporic memory and construction of the homeland.
it then proceeds to probe the reconfiguration of the self and family in the assimila-

tion experience in the host countries.

PATRIARCHY AND LOVE IN THE NARRATIVES

In Hsu-ming Teo’s Love and Vertigo, Grace Tay, who was seven when she immigrated
with her family to Australia, unravels the tragedy of her mother Pandora Lim—a
victim of Chinese patriarchy, and betrayed by love and trust. The first part of her life,
before immigration, can bea page taken from Catherine Lim’s The Bondmaidand Tear-
drop Story Woman, novels describing the stark poverty of the laboring classes and the
violence that descended on their women in colonial Singapore.” Born under the sus-
picious scrutiny of the Japanese soldiers in occupied Singapore in 1942, Pandora was
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abandoned by a mother who rejected her as “[ajnother useless cunt of a girl™ (Teo 27)
and gave her up for adoption by an aunt who kepther only until she gave birth to her
own daughter four years later. Already molested by the aunt’s husband and two sons,
Pandora was handed back to her dysfunctional natal family, then consisting of an
inditferent shop-keeper father, an unloving mother prone to gambling, and six other
siblings “conceived in violence and rape” (Teo 25} Pandora’s eldest brother promptly
sought out men willing to pay for fondling her. Only the foul-mouthed family servant
loved Pandora, leaving her enough money to attend another year at the university.
But Pandora did not complete her program because soon after marrying Jonah Tay,
she became pregnant. Her family liked Jonah immediately because of his wealth and
respected profession as a dentist. Jonah Tay'’s equally dysfunctional family, with a
domineering mother who tyrannized Pandora with patriarchal filial duties, already
plagued her in the first years of marriage. A fter their first child died, Jonah complied
with Pandora’s demand to move away to Malaysia, an act that renounced any claims
to his large inheritance. When Sonny was born during the race riots in May 1969,
Jonah was still madly in love with Pandora, and so he consented to her wishes to
move further away, overseas, but it took another nine years, in 1978, for the whole
family to finally leave Malaysia for Sydney.

Despite the embracing intent of Australia’s multiculturalism policy and Pandora’s
eagerness for the family to become “Aussie” in food habits and cultural orientation,
the uneasy assimilation process was exacerbated by the patriarchal expectations
retained by Jonah, now known as the Patriarch to Sonny and Grace. While Jonah
railed constantly about his sacrifices of wealth and career for the sake of his wife and
children, Pandora became deeply depressed, an affliction that worsened when Sonny
left home after an outburst with Jonah. Finding the Christian God lifted her spirits,
but an affair with the married pastor (whose professed love did not extend to leaving
his own wife when Pandora Jeft Jonah), plunged her into a clinical depression at the
same time that her eyesight deteriorated alarmingly. She returned to her birthplace
of Singapore, only to throw herselt off her brother’s eighteenth floor balcony, leaving
behind the “merry-go-round” of unrequited love in the family, where the Patriarch
loved Pandora but Pandora loved Sonny, with Grace coping alone with childhood
incontinence, and insomnia into adulthood.

Similar to Love and Vertigo, Lydia Kwa’s This Place Called Absence shows that
patriarchy interferes with and undermines love in the narrative. The plot intersects
the story of Wu Lan Lim, who immigrated to Canada two decades ago, with the
imagined past of two sex-trade workers in Singapore in the early 1900s. Wu Lan takes
ayear’s leave of absence from her work as a clinical psychologist in Vancouver to cope
with her father’s suicide in Singapore and to find closure to a lesbian affair that ended
three years ago. At the end of the novel, Wu Lan is no closer to understanding the sui-
cide of her father, a car salesman, who had lost his mother to cancer as a teenager. She
learns more about the life of her mother, Mahmee, who had peranakan Java roots,
and whose own mother neglected her while showering love over the son, despite his
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gambling and drug addictions. Mahmee is bothered by thg frequel?t visits of her hu;v
Eumd’s ghost as she struggles to understand the lesbian lifestyle of hlcr daughter, VA\ u
1’ an. (){Iwr than height, Wu Lan’s lanky figure might have had more in common with
{;;e maternal grandmother’s mother. ‘ ‘ 4
Indeed, Wu Lan’s maternal great-grandmother might have been‘ Chow Chat Mui,
ho had fled from her father’s sexual abuse in China for Singapore in Fhe earIyAl‘)()()s,
where she became a sex-trade worker to pay for the passage. lr? the @smgl existence
of disease, gambling and opium, she develops a lesbian relationship with 4another
v worker, Lee Ah Choi, who had been sold by her family and who came from the
came village of Toishan. The patriarchy that valued men and treated women as com-
modities in China existed blatantly in the sex-trade, where the pimpsi and madams
shamelessly exploited them and mercilessly beat them up. Lee Ah Choi had hoped to
be impregnated by a client who would then make her a concubine 'and talfe her out
of the brothel, but with her body ravaged by gonorrhea and her prlde‘deumaTed'by
a savage public caning, she committed suicide with an overdose of opium. Grleylng
over her lover’s death, Chow Chat Mui fears that she might have killed her (')wn pn.np.
To ensure a safe escape from Singapore to Java, she accepts ma~rriage with a kind
homosexual scholar, who might have been Wu Lan’s great-grandfather. ‘
Wu Lan wonders whether her coming out to her parents might have been partially
responsible for her father’s suicide. The unfolding of the tender love between the two
sex-trade workers answers Mahmee’s unspoken questions about how two womerl
could love each other and what they could do together as a marital couple. During
the sabbatical year, as Wu Lan embarks upon relationships with one, then another
woman, she reaches closure on her failed affair with Kim, which had been terminated
when Kim chose family and marriage with Wu Lan’s male colleague. Patriarchz.ﬂ
Singapore, neither in the early 1900s when the two sex-trade workers cherished their
affair, nor in the late 1970s when Wu Lan emigrated, permitted or understood homo-
sexual love. Instead Wu Lan finds a comfort zone in multicultural Vancouver and at
the end of the novel, she is ready to re-visit Singapore and reconnect with her past.

w

SeX-W

IMAGINING THE Di1asporiC HOMELAND AND HOME

The Singapore/Malaysian homeland in Teo’s Love and Vertigo is not mueh diﬁér.ellt
from the physical setting where Singapore’s popular writer, (%atherine Lim, deplc‘ts
generations of Chinese women born into a stratified society of extreme unequal dis-
tribution of wealth, as they survived British colonial rule. Japanese ()ccupatlc?n, and
the emergence of the nationalist postcolonial state—experiences rife .With racial .ten~
sions. Singapore/Malaysia itself reflects multiple homelands on whlch' generations
of immigrants from China’s ancestral villages rebuilt the patriérchall blcrarchy thz}t‘
privileged males and prescribed wifely and filial obligations, rationalizing the sale of

girls and the violence that descended on wives and daughters.
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In Love and Vertigo, Pandora’s story—at least the two-thirds of it that was spent
in Singapore/Malaysia—is reminiscent of the vicious cycle of abuse and abusers in
Catherine Lim’s narratives. Pandora’s oldest sister ran away from home, had sev-
eral relationships, died blind, and no one from her natal home came to the funeral.
The mother Mei-ling, who became addicted to gambling, was herself kicked by her
own father and caned by her husband into submitting to the latter’s daily sexual
demands.

During the almost two decades of immigrant life in Svdney, Singapore was the
birthplace and homeland that Pandora missed—a nagging sentiment that could not
be resolved simply by cooking with hot chilies and getting the rice just right so they
could pretend to be home in Singapore (Teo 165)." Pandora returned to Singapore
after a complete collapse of promise and trust in the men around her—her husband
the Patriarch who constantly berated her for wifely incompetence and evicted their
son out of the house for his unfilial conduct, and her lover the Pentecostal pastor who
was interested only in the oriental fantasy that the affair with her offered.

In the Singapore of the 1990s, Grace retraces her mother’s footsteps as an unwanted
child and as an adult who spent mostly her entire life pleasing others. Noting the
street names and landmarks in the midst of karaoke bars, with her ears assailed by
ringing mobile phones, Grace realizes that this space could not have been the home-
land that her mother often reminisced (Teo 3). This truth and reality could not have
escaped Pandora, even with her deteriorating eyesight. When finding her childhood
home bulldozed to the ground, she lost her orientation and her speech blurred to be
point of forgetting even her husband’s name and reducing everything to the verbal
utterance of “the thing.”

Indeed, the pathos of Pandora’s homelessness in Singapore became poignantly
clear later that day, when Pandora tried to feed the guppies that her sister, who wanted
to restore some childhood pleasures, had given to her as pets. Her brother Winston,
who might well have flushed another set of her guppies down the canal when she was
a child, now broke her heart again as he thoughtlessly fed the guppies o his own pet
cod, simply because he had run out of fish feed. At that instant she must have realized
that the love, family, and home that she had imagined for the past half century of her
life had never existed beyond her self-deception and other people’s exploitation of her.
Homesickness and the desire to belong had ultimately come to nothing, a fact clearly
evident when, at the moment that Pandora fell to her death the next day, her sister-
in-law casually claimed Pandora’s red Ferragamo pumps as her own before phoning
the police. The sister-in-law wore these expensive shoes to the wake, and when Sonny
threw the pet cod that had feasted on Pandora’s guppies down the same balcony from
where Pandora hurled herself, she hollered: “You and your mother both, cursed from
birth, cursed in death” (Teo 20). And so as Grace reconstructs Pandora’s loveless
family and her tortuous life in the Singapore homieland, she is closer to understand-
ing why her mother, who had never experienced a daughter’s love, simply could not
have given it to Grace.
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As with Pandora in Love and Vertigo, the warmth and nostalgia of the home is
Also absent from Singapore in the imagined past of the sex-trade workers, Chow Chat
viui and Lee Ah Choi, in This Place Called Absence. Living as diasporic outsiders
in Singapore, they fondly recalled their homeland, the fields of their ancestral vil-
Jage of Toishan. But Toishan was also where patriarchal pressures and stark poverty
h;:d driven them out where Chat Mui escaped her father's sexual advances and Ah
Choi was sold by her family for three sacks of rice. Singapore was a temporary prison
from where they numbed their emotions with opium and risked all in gambling to
puv freedom. Despite the fact that it was patriarchal cruelty in China that brought
thém to Singapore, they still longed to be home among the fields, Chat Mui recall-
ing a childhood girl friend, and Ah Choi longing for her sister. Such binding of the
heart to the fields of homeland is conveyed with precision by a Chinese character that
Chat Mui's homosexual friend (and later husband) wrote out on a piece of paper—si
sii-which refers to “longing” or “thinking” while embedding the meaning of two
&hcr characters, “field (tian) [1]” and “heart and/or mind (xin) .{.” (Kwa 108). As if
transporting herself back to the homeland, Chat Mui practices the calligraphy of this
character and places this character at Ah Choi’s grave, to bind each other in life and
death in the search for escape back to the fields at home where the heart and mind

would converge.

For Wu Lan, who left Singapore two decades ago as a young adult, the homeland is,
above all, where her nuclear family remained and where her obligations as a daugh-
ter still resided. Her Singapore of the late 1970s was a repressed society that banned
Maria Schneider’s Last Tango in Paris and now two decades later, would still not
accept her sexual preference or treat her above average height as normal or common.
Rather than being tied to the physical location of Singapore, her attachments to the
homeland are the Chinese festivals, culture, and food for which she departs from
her richly ethnic neighborhood to scout around in Vancouver Chinatown’s restau-
rants, pharmacies, and Buddhist temples. She discovers that the wu A£ in her name,
Wu Lan, had been designated by her maternal grandmother, and is a character that
means “exorcizing spirits and demons.” This knowledge connects her to Chat Mui’s
colonial Singapore, and now to her own postcolonial homeland, where many gods
and ghosts persist and co-exist with the Christian God (Kwa 64). Indeed, Wu Lan’s
mother complains that there are too many of these gods, that “they give me a head-
ache” (Kwa 60).

In the Singapore/Malaysian homeland, the most common gods are Kwan Yin and
Sky God, who now co-exist with other local and personal gods that Chinese migrants
br(’mght over from their ancestral villages. As seen in Catherine Lim’s Bondmaid,
pravers and offerings to these gods are thought to move them to bring good fortune
and ultimate justice to the wronged parties. Women in particular visit the temples
often because they feel that the gods and ghosts would not discriminate against their
gender and would even address the evils of the patriarchy (Paper 230). Ghosts also
enjoy gender equality and have the power not only to avenge the injustices that they
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had suffered in life, in death they have the power Lo create havoc in the space of the
living. They could only be coaxed to leave through the offering of food and material
possessions delivered in the form of paper products that are burned. In both novels,
the hungry ghost festival in the seventh lunar month is the occasion to mitigate these
ghosts and spirits. For Pandora, communicating with Singapore’s world of ghosts
and spirits reduced the distance, or the physical space, between the homeland and
her lite in Sydney. And after she died, Grace sets out Pandora’s favorite food for the
perusal of her ghost, as Pandora herself, Grace and Sonny had done for the wander-
ing ghosts in the seventh lunar months of their early years in Sydney. Likewise, Kwa’s
Chat Mui and Ah Chot perform these rites for the ghosts of the prostitutes: despite
praying to Kwan Yin to escape from these hungry ghosts, Ah Choi herself is per-
ceived to have become a ghost, now to be appeased by those living. In Vancouver Wu
Lan makes note of the hungry ghosts’ festival as she ponders her father’s ghost. Her
mother is annoved by his frequent visits and soon Wu Lan herself sees him also; the
stubborn ghost of her father is finally persuaded by a medium to cease the visitations
altogether (Kwa 171, 192).

RECONFIGURATIONS OF THE SELF AND FAMILY IN THE
MULTICULTURAL SPACE

Leaving the Singapore/Malaysian homeland and immigration were voluntary acts
for Teo’s Pandora and Kwa's Wu Lan in the late 1970s. By then Australia, following
the example of Canada, had for several years adopted the policy of multiculturalism
that embraces cultural diversity, but discrimination in the schools and workplace was
still endemic.” Pandora herself had initiated the immigration process, but ironically
she settled poorly in her transplanted home. Her husband and children reconfigu-
rated their identity and self, and adjusted to the ordeals of immigration and racism
in Sydney much better than she did.

The first change comes as Pandora’s family reinvents itself as an Australian family
in collective action. While in the Malaysian homeland the servants served dinner
to the children first, now Pandora becomes the cook, Jonah is transformed into the
feared Patriarch, and the family begins eating together at dinner or at picnics. Dinner
athome together turns out to be a disintegrative act for both Pandora and the family,
when her depression frequently causes her to neglect the children, prevent her from
cooking, and incur the constant scrutiny of the Patriarch, who in fact assimilates
better, liking cricket, drinking Aussie beer, and giving up his Malaysian citizenship
and becoming Australian. Pandora has diflicuity becoming Australian and reconfig-
urating the self because in her entire life of serving others, she has had no self, except
for the brief episodes of happiness when dancing with Wendy Wu in Singapore, or
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when reading British poetry at university, or al the beginning ot the affair with the
pastor trom whom she discovers the Christian God.

After learning how (o swim, dropping Singlish and the Singapore accent,” and
overcoming race-instigated battles in the school and community, Grace becomes
Australian but still has to assert that identity, as she insists, “I was Australian, and
Munt ought to be Australian too” (Teo 3, 177). Grace is burdened by the “irredeem-
able debt” of immigration on her shoulders, never to be repaid sufliciently in the
eves of her tather, who considers himself to have sacrificed the most—wealth and
career—to immigrate for the sake of Pandora. Pandora had immigrated for the sake
of her son so that he would grow up ina place free from Malaysia’s racial violence in
1969. We observe indeed the erosion ol patriarchy and family pride as the Patriarch’s
intluence decreases, and Grace and her brother Sonny could not repay the filial obli-
gations or the debt of immigration by living up to the success story of the model
Chinese minorily—securing professions such as doctors and surgeons. Sonny does
not Ainish high schooland barely ekes out aliving in a local band, and although Grace
had good grades, she chooses to clean houses while working out the problems of her
dvsfunctional family.

In This Place Called Absence, such difticulties of assimilation associated with
maintaining the patriarchy do not exist for Wu Lan in Canada, as she immigrated
as a single woman, obtained her education and profession there, and lived in other
Canadian cities before selecting Vancouver in which to settle. Despite being still
depressed by Canada’s weather after living there for two decades, she actually thrives
in multicultural Vancouver, where her neighbors, colleagues and lovers come from
diverse ethnicities. But Wu Lan’s comfort zone is still rattled at the public library
when asked whether she is (rom Hong Kong. “No, I'm from here. | left Singapore
twenty years ago. I'm Canadian now” (Kwa 32).

Wu Lan’s reconfiguration of the self from a daughter with filial obligations and an
awkward awareness of lesbian orientation in Singapore to an independent, profes-
sional single woman in Vancouver is facilitated by her refatively smooth assimilation
in the host country, despite being a minority who has been subjected to a multiple
“othering” experience as a woman of color and as a lesbian in a majority society.
Her above average height for a Chinese is just normal among other non-Chinese
Canadians, who being her heterosexual housemates and colleagues at work, consti-
tute an integral part of her daily lite. Furthermore, Canada’s multiculturalism and
relatively tolerant society allow her to feel comfortable with not only her lesbian ori-
entation, but also inter-racial affairs with three non-Chinese women—a situation she
would not have been able to find acceptance in conservative Singapore. Certainly
in the twenty years of adjustment in Canada, as Wu Lan asserts her homosexual-
ity, she has avoided the patriarchal criticism of her natal family and community in
Singapore. Three vears carlier, when she was in a long-term relationship with Kim,
she finally wrote to her parents and brother about her lesbian orientation. Her brother
Michael, married and ready to start a family, accepted it. Her mother was puzzled
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and ber father said nothing to the day that he committed suicide, making Wu Lan
feel somewhat guilty that her “coming out” had something to do with his final and
fatal decision to kill himself.

Wu Lan's comfort zone is shattered and she takes a year’s leave to deal with both the
suicide and the affair with Kim that ended three vears ago. Because Kim left her for a
heterosexual relationship and family, Wu Lan needs to re-think heterosexuality and
her own homosexuality. In the novel, heterosexual people and their passions cross
her mind frequently, as she speculates about the sexual life of her parents, the two
boys on the bus, and Marlon Brando and Maria Schneider in Last Tango in Paris. She
imagines, by contrast, the tender Jove and passions that Chat Mui and Ah Choi had
tor each other almost a century before in the brutal brothels of colonial Singapore.

The sex-trade subjected Chat Muiand Ah Choi to violent heterosexual sex, incest,
and gang rape. Heterosexual sex has nothing to do with love, and even if Ah Choi
had been bought out as a concubine, it would have been a loveless transaction in
the same manner as the marriage of convenience between Chat Mui and the homo-
sexual scholar. The two sex-trade workers sold their bodies but they loved each other,
although others will “name our desire sick and despicable...” (Kwa 102). Such tender-
ness and passion are experienced in Wu Lan herself in an affair with Stephanie, and
then with another girl named Francis (sic), who herself had been sexually abused by
an uncle. By affirming love and passion between women in the past, as in the present,
Wu Lan seems to have answered her mother’s, and perhaps her father’s questions,
about her choice of life-style. She emerges from the experience stronger and more
comfortable than ever with her sexuality; sexuality defines her as a reconfigurated
self and she is now ready to re-visit Singapore and reconnect with her past.

In Love and Vertigo, sexuality has little to do with the reconfiguration of the self,
and the women feel little passion or Jove in the act of sex. Like her mother before her,
sex was a coercive, wifely duty demanded of Pandora by her husband the Patriarch,
who in return supported her financially but left her emotionally sterile. In her last few
years in Sydney, perhaps the sex with the Pentecostal pastor might have involved love
and passion, but when she takes the initiative to leave her husband for him, he rejects
her plea to leave his own marriage.

The utilitarian function of sex is carried to the third generation in Grace, for whom
sex has no emotions, love, or passion, but it serves a medical and biological pur-
pose. Already as a child of eight, she had discovered that masturbation could stop
her childhood bedwetting and cure her insomnia. [nto her adulthood she continues
to resort to masturbation and an occasional “mindless fuck” with casual pickups to
solve a physical need and insomnia. But Grace truly loves her family, above all others
her mother, who did not love her, but whom Grace protects in life and even after her
death. When the Patriarch finds Pandora’s box of love letters to the pastor, Grace
claims them as her own, lying to hide her deceased mother’s infidelity and to protect

her father {rom emotional pain.
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THE SUICIDE

If longing for the homeland is rooted in the sentiment of homelessness, then suicide
represents more than the failure of immigration and the reconfigurated self—it is
the ultimate act of diasporic resistance for Pandora in Love and Vertigo. When she
jumped off an eighteenth floor balcony, it was an absolute end to the vertigo that she
first experienced when the thought crossed her mind that she had made the wrong
choice in marrying the Patriarch (Kwa 105). But the blame for her death lies on
people other than herself—her dysfunctional natal family, her husband the Patriarch,
the Pentecostal pastor, and the patriarchy that molded and destroyed her utterly
lonely self. The public spectacle of the suicide, as she plunged cighteen floors down,
is appropriately public. Feeling betrayed by all, Pandora went home to Singapore to
die. Homeless in Australia after seventeen years, Singapore is not her home either,
and her family and homeland not the receptacle of warmth that she had imagined
in their absence. Tronically, except for Grace, probably no one else understands this
collective responsibility, not even Sonny, the son that Pandora loved above all. At the
wake, Sonny blames Uncle Winston’s pet cod for the suicide and kills it in another
public spectacle; he believes that his mother killed herself because the pet cod had
gobbled up her six pet guppies.

In contrast, in This Place Called Absence, the death of Wu Lan's father through
an overdose in pills is a private suicide. The interpretation of this act by the son, Wu
Lan’s brother, is as simple and superficial as that of Sonny: “father was a wimp” (Kwa
128). Wu Lan imagines alternative means of suicide, such as jumping off a building
or into the subway tracks, stabbing oneself or drinking bleach, but she is much more
troubled by the reason why her father chose to die. He might have found out that he
got cancer; because his mother had died of cancer, he understood the pain of wit-
nessing progressive deterioration and death, and wanted his own family to be spared
from the ordeal. Or, her father might have found his car salesman job uninspiring.
Or, it could have been “an accident of the subconscious” (Kwa 93). Above all, Wu Lan
fears that her father never accepted her lesbian sexuality, and she feels some guilt
because when he phoned her two days before the suicide, she was not there to receive
the call. At the end of the novel, Wu Lan is no wiser in knowing about the motive
behind her father’s suicide. But there is no doubt that her probing into her family and
the link that she has established in an imaginary past have served to re-affirm her
self and enhanced the meaning of her life. At the end of Love and Vertigo, through
an intensive dissecting of her family, Grace is reconciled to the fact thal her suffering
mother simply could not love her, having never received a mother’s love. At that split
second when the final decision was carried out, Wu Lan’s father and Grace’s mother
must have both realized that “Choosing not to die isn’t the same as choosing to live”
(Kwa 165).
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‘The end of both novels sees the protagonists accepting the suicide of the parent and
embarking upon a new direction in life in their adopted homes—Grace in Sydney
and Wu Lan in Vancouver, Grace now plays the role of stabilizer as she and her father
and brother tread a path of mending and constructing a life without her mother
Pandora. Her identity and confidence in Sydney could be drawn through her ease
with the language and cultural icons that derived from her childhood blending of
cultures in Australia {e.g., Humphrey Bear). As for Wu Lan, her excursions into an
imaginary past in Singapore have exorcized her guilt for disappointing her parents
with her lesbian sexuality. For her, the novel ends with a Canadian icon of identity
and assurance—"the red golden maple leaves” in the autumn-bringing forth nos-
talgia for her early days of immigration and atfirming her present life in Canada’s
Vancouver (Kwa 212; Jay 2004, 137).
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ENDNOTES

1 Love and Vertigo won the Australian/Vogel Award in 1999. This Place of Absence was a nominee of the

amazon.com/Books in Canada First Novel Award.

» Catherine Lim's novels are sagas that follow the birth and death of the female protagonists and span
several generations through the colonial to posteolonial transtormations occurring in Singapore and
Malavsia. In Bondmaid, in the Singapore of 1930s, a girl is thrust into stark poverty, sold at age 4, and
died at age 205 her lover sutfers the torture of memory until his own death in 1992, The protagonist in
Tear-Drop Story Woman is born into a poor family in the 1930s and grows up without a father's fove;
she marries a rich man but falls in Jove with a Catholic priest, surviving the denial of love frony 1968
1o her death in 1992, Following the Wrong God Home is set in the 1990s, where the protagonist dies
in a plane crash after divorcing her well-connected husband and finding true happiness in a visiting
American professor. In Catherine Lim's sagas, love takes a meandering course and is destructive.

3 Madeline Thien, another Canadian writer using Southeast Asia as the homeland, also writes about
“getting the rice just right” and the father/son patriarchal tension in the adopted country, in “Simple
Recipes.” A father’s attempted suicide is depicted in “Map of the City.” See her Simple Recipes.

4 The Canadian federal government’s policy of multiculturalism to recognize cultural diversity in 1971
is embedded within the English and French bilingual and bi-cultural framework (Jay 2003, 313). The
white Australia policy of 1901 restricting immigration was officially removed in 1972 In adopt-
ing the multiculturalism policy several years after Canada, Australia’s objective is also to embrace
pluralism and diversity of culture (Ang 95).

5 Both novels have reference to the Singlish. or the idioms of the homeland: e.g., in Kwa: ang pow (red

envelopes with money); ah ku (female sex-trade worker), gongchu (prostitute); in Teo: fonah’s mother

is called Ah Bu; chiak {eat).

6 Wu Lan's father killed himselt by swallowing pills, an act that the psychologist in Wu Lan considers to
be a private suicide (Kwa 17).
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